CHAPTER 2 
SOUNDS 

Consonants 

The consonant units are represented by the following letters and digraphs: 

p, b, t, d, k, g, kp, gb, ky, gy, hm, m, hn, n, ny, g, gin, hi, 1, f, s, h, hw, w, gw, y. 

Most of these have the values which they commonly have in West African languages 
and call for no comment; a few, however, require a brief explanatory note: 

ky and gy are palatal plosives 

hm, hn, hi, hw are the voiceless correlates of m, n, 1, w respectively 
gin is a voiced labio-velar nasal 
gw is a voiced nasal semi-vowel 

1 has a nasal variant which occurs as second consonant in clusters which are 
found as the result of syncopation in quick speech (see p. 15): 

fli [fli] < fona wood-boring insect 

h and hw have each a nasal variant which occurs in nasal syllables only: 

ho [fi5] shark 

hwa5 [fiM5] shoulder 

Vowels 

Nine oral vowels are distinguished, and these are written: 

i, e, e, €, a, o, o, 6, u. 

Of these, only the pairs e, e and o, 6 call for comment; e and e are both half-close 
front vowels, and o and 6 are both half-close back vowels. They are perhaps best 
described in the terminology used by Sapir 1 for comparable pairs of vowels in Gwea- 
bo, a language closely related to Grebo. In Sapir's terms e and 6 are 'muffled' vowels, 
and e and o are 'bright' vowels. 

There are seven nasal vowels; e and 6 have no nasal correlates, but the seven other 
vowels all have nasal correlates. 

1 E. Sapir 'Notes on the Gweabo Language of Liberia* Language 7, 1931. 
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The commonest phonological patterns for roots are CV, CVV and CVCV. All 
roots have a vowel final. Consonant clusters are found, but these are restricted to 
two-consonant clusters whose second consonant is 1 or w; these are described below. 
In roots of the CV, CW and CVCV types: 

i. initial consonant may be any of those listed above 

ii. a non-initial consonant (other than a member of a cluster) may be any of the 
consonants listed above except hi, hn, hw, g. 

Non-initial hm, ny and gw are extremely rare, and in fact only a single example of 
each has been found; b, d and n occur intervocalically much more commonly than 
do any other consonants, and of these d is the commonest. 
In CV roots: 

i. nasal consonants (hm, m, hn, n, g, gm, gw, ny) are followed only by nasal 
vowels 

ii. voiced non-nasal consonants are followed only by oral vowels 

iii. voiceless non-nasal consonants are followed by both oral and nasal vowels. 
To this general distributional statement there is one exception: gy is followed by 
both oral and nasal vowels. 
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